Background {#Sec1}
==========

Genomics provides tools to understand the effects of genes and their interactions and new approaches for genetic improvement \[[@CR1]\]. In quantitative genetics, partitioning genetic variance for a trait into statistical components due to additivity, dominance, and epistasis is useful for prediction and selection, even if it does not reflect the biological (or functional) effect of the underlying genes \[[@CR2]\]. Additive, dominance and epistatic genetic variances of quantitative traits are required to estimate breeding values and for making optimal selection decisions.

Within-breed non-additive effects, and in particular epistasis, are often ignored in genetic improvement programs. However, the total genetic value of an animal is a function of both additive and non-additive effects and, taken together, these effects could result in better predictors of future phenotypes \[[@CR3]\] and inform mate allocation. Indeed, assortative mating can improve the performance of livestock when dominance \[[@CR4]\] and/or epistasis are/is present \[[@CR5]\]. Evidence of non-additive variance in commercially important traits (e.g. for body depth in fish, \[[@CR6]\]) has opened opportunities for specialized breeding schemes. To take the effects of dominance and/or epistasis into account, it is necessary to refine the estimation of non-additive variance components from phenotypic data.

The additive genetic effect is the part of an individual's total genetic effect that is transmissible across generations from parents to offspring. In contrast, non-additive genetic effects (dominance and epistasis) can be seen as the residual genetic effect after fitting additive substitution effects. Although most of the genetic variance is additive \[[@CR1], [@CR7]\] and captures most of the functional epistatic action of genes, the epistatic variance should not be neglected. Knowing its magnitude in real data and exploring the predictive ability of a model that accounts for epistatic effects are of great relevance. It is also of interest to know how much gene-by-gene (G × G) interaction exists (e.g. to determine the effect of the same allele in different breeds) or to account for the contribution of epistasis to the creation of "new" additive variance over time \[[@CR8]\].

Several authors have proposed the inclusion of dominance and epistatic effects in genetic evaluation using high-density marker genotypes (genomic evaluation) \[[@CR5], [@CR9]--[@CR12]\]. Most epistatic models consider only additive-by-additive epistatic interactions (e.g. \[[@CR9], [@CR12]\]), although dominance-by-dominance and dominance-by-additive interactions may play a major role in heterosis and in inbreeding and outbreeding depression (see \[[@CR13]\] p. 223). Recently, Vitezica et al. \[[@CR14]\] proposed a flexible and general approach to construct "genomic" relationship matrices for populations that are or are not in Hardy--Weinberg equilibrium (HWE), e.g. F1 crosses. They proved that epistatic genomic relationship matrices for two or higher order interactions can be constructed using Hadamard products of additive and dominance genomic orthogonal relationships, regardless of the existence of HWE. They also pointed out that, nevertheless, standardization of genomic relationship matrices based on the trace of the relationship matrices is needed. However to date, models that use these relationship matrices have not been applied to real data.

Xiang et al. \[[@CR15]\] proved analytically that, in the presence of directional dominance, inclusion of genomic inbreeding as a covariate is necessary to obtain correct estimates of dominance variance. Genomic inbreeding of an individual was shown to be correctly defined as the proportion of genotyped single nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) at which the individual is homozygous \[[@CR16]\]. This was confirmed in real data by Xiang et al. \[[@CR15]\] and Aliloo et al. \[[@CR4]\]. The effect of fitting or not fitting genomic inbreeding on estimates of epistatic variance components is unknown.

In current pig production systems, the number of pigs weaned is a key factor to increase productivity, and litter size (e.g., total number of piglets born per litter) is one of the most important traits under selection, in maternal line breeding programs \[[@CR17]\]. Although litter size in pigs has a low narrow-sense heritability \[[@CR17]--[@CR19]\], non-additive variance could still be abundant and should be ascertained. This is particularly important because the estimation of non-additive effects (dominance and epistasis) for litter size is of increasing interest since it can be used to define mate allocation strategies between selection candidates for developing new crossbreeding or even purebred breeding schemes.

The objectives of this work were to estimate additive and non-additive (dominance and epistasis) variance components for litter size for a real pig population, by considering or not inbreeding depression and to determine whether the accuracy of prediction of breeding values and total genetic values increases with the inclusion of dominance and epistatic effects.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Phenotypic and genomic data {#Sec3}
---------------------------

Data for this study were provided by Genus plc (Hendersonville, TN, USA). Animal Care and Use Committee approval was not necessary for this study because the data were obtained from an existing database. Data on litter size (total number of piglets born per litter) were from a pig pure line. The average litter size was equal to 12.7 ± 3.1 and 13,369 records were available for 3619 sows. Genotypes for all sows were generated using the Illumina PorcineSNP60 BeadChip (Illumina, San Diego, CA). After quality control using default parameters by preGSf90 \[[@CR20]\] (HWE, minor allele frequency, SNP call rate and animal call rate), 38,779 autosomal SNPs remained and were used to build genomic relationship matrices.

Genomic evaluation models {#Sec4}
-------------------------

Phenotypes were analyzed using a genomic best linear unbiased prediction (GBLUP) (mixed) model. Parity number and the combined effect farm-year-month of farrowing were included as fixed effects. The model also included a random permanent environmental effect for each sow. The linear model including additive, dominant and interaction terms can be written as:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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In these analyses, we implicitly assume that allele substitution effects of quantitative trait loci (QTL) are distributed as $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$${\varvec{\upalpha}}{ \sim }N\left( {0,{\mathbf{I}}\sigma_{\alpha }^{2} } \right)$$\end{document}$, dominance effects as $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$${\mathbf{d}}{ \sim }N\left( {0,{\mathbf{I}}\sigma_{d}^{2} } \right)$$\end{document}$, additive-by-additive epistatic effects as $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$$\left( {{\varvec{\upalpha \upalpha }}} \right){ \sim }N\left( {0,{\mathbf{I}}\sigma_{{\left( {\alpha \alpha } \right)}}^{2} } \right)$$\end{document}$, and similarly for additive-by-dominant $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
                \begin{document}$$\left( {{\mathbf{\alpha d}}} \right)$$\end{document}$ and dominant-by-dominant $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
                \usepackage{amsmath}
                \usepackage{wasysym} 
                \usepackage{amsfonts} 
                \usepackage{amssymb} 
                \usepackage{amsbsy}
                \usepackage{mathrsfs}
                \usepackage{upgreek}
                \setlength{\oddsidemargin}{-69pt}
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Statistically, orthogonality means that inclusion of new terms in the model does not change estimates of already included effects in an infinitely large population. For instance, in practice, going from an additive to an additive plus dominant model should not change the estimates of additive variance components much. The advantage of using orthogonality in genetics and breeding is that it is the only way to carry out the estimation of breeding values (additive "statistical" effects) in an unambiguous manner i.e. such that they do not depend on other genetic terms that are fitted in the model.

Variance components were estimated for five nested models that added, in succession, additive effects ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$\sigma_{DD}^{2}$$\end{document}$) were estimated by Bayesian methods using Gibbs sampling in the software gibbs2f90 \[[@CR25]\], available at <http://nce.ads.uga.edu/wiki/>. In total, 200,000 iterations were run, discarding the first 10,000 and keeping every 100th sample. Convergence was checked by visual inspection of trace plots for the chains. Post-Gibbs analysis included estimation of the effective sample size and the deviance information criteria (DIC) as a goodness-of-fit criterion \[[@CR26]\].

Predictive ability {#Sec5}
------------------

GBLUP was used to obtain estimated breeding values (EBV) by fixing the variance components that were estimated. Predictive ability of total genetic values for lowly heritable traits is difficult to ascertain, thus for the comparison of models, we proceeded as follows. EBV $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Results and discussion {#Sec6}
======================

Estimates of additive and dominance genetic variances for litter size ranged from 0.81 ± 0.12 to 0.84 ± 0.12, and from 0.17 ± 0.11 to 0.20 ± 0.11, respectively for all models ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$A + D + AA + AD + DD$$\end{document}$). Variance component estimates did not differ among the models (Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}), which empirically illustrates the orthogonality in the partition of the total genetic variance, a property that holds under HWE (which holds in this dataset) and under linkage equilibrium (which holds approximately). Under orthogonality, allele substitution effects contribute to the additive variance, dominance deviations contribute to the dominance variance, etc. and there is no covariance between the genetic effects. If the model used is not orthogonal (e.g. "genotypic" model in Su et al. \[[@CR9]\]), estimates of additive genetic variance may be biased downward when the model is expanded from additive to include dominance and epistatic effects (e.g. Su et al. \[[@CR9]\] and Muñoz et al. \[[@CR31]\]), and many others). Not using orthogonal models leads to views that are too optimistic on the role of dominance on breeding.Fig. 1Estimates of additive (Var.A), dominance (Var.D), additive-by-additive (Var.AA), additive-by-dominance (Var.AD), and dominance-by-dominance (Var.DD) genetic variances for five models that included genomic inbreeding and successively added additive effects ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Estimates of epistatic variance ranged from 0.11 ± 0.11 to 0.14 ± 0.12 for the additive-by-additive component, from 0.11 ± 0.09 to 0.12 ± 0.09 for the additive-by-dominant component, and were equal to 0.09 ± 0.09 for the dominant-by-dominant component. As explained in many previous papers \[[@CR1], [@CR7]\], the magnitude of the epistatic variances is trivial compared to that of the additive variance. However, non-orthogonal models can result in exaggerated estimates of epistatic variances (e.g. Su et al. \[[@CR9]\] and Muñoz et al. \[[@CR31]\]). Estimates of epistatic variances had a large standard error in all models ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$A + D + AA + AD + AA$$\end{document}$), which illustrates the difficulties in obtaining good estimates of epistatic variances also from genomic information, even when there are only two-way interactions.

Estimates of narrow-sense heritability for the total number of piglets born per litter were similar between models (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}), close to 0.09, and consistent with estimates reported by Varona et al. \[[@CR32]\], Nielsen et al. \[[@CR17]\] and Guo et al. \[[@CR18]\]. Dominance variance expressed as a proportion of phenotypic variance, $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Inclusion of non-additive (dominance and epistasis) effects in the model did not have a large effect on estimates of residual variance, but they reduced the permanent environmental variance (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}), which shows that non-additive genetic effects are captured by the permanent environmental effects if they are not included explicitly in the model. Similar results were observed by Aliloo et al. \[[@CR4]\] when dominance was included in an additive model.

Only second-order epistatic effects (e.g. additive-by-additive) were included in this study. Although it is tempting to fit high-order epistasis terms given the relative ease of computing the Hadamar products of relationship matrices, caution is needed. First, the products $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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The estimate of inbreeding depression, based on the inbreeding coefficient calculated as the proportion of homozygosity, was equal to − 12.33 ± 2.29 piglets born per litter for this population. Inbreeding depression expressed as a change in phenotypic mean per 10% increase in inbreeding was equal to − 1.23 piglets born. This result shows the importance of inbreeding depression in fitness traits such as total number of piglets born. Estimates of non-additive variance components when inbreeding depression is not fitted in the model are rarely reported but, in our analyses, yielded an upward biased estimate of the dominance variance (i.e. GDI model in Fig. [3](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}). The estimate of dominance variance increased from 0.18 in the GDIF model (including inbreeding) to 0.38 in the GDI model. The estimate of epistatic variance was slightly affected by inclusion of inbreeding depression in the model. Estimates of additive variance were not affected. Similar results for dominance variance were obtained by Xiang et al. \[[@CR15]\] and Aliloo et al. \[[@CR4]\]. To take directional dominance into account, inbreeding depression must be included in genetic evaluation models, which has long been known for pedigree analysis (e.g. DeBoer and Hoeschele \[[@CR34]\]).Fig. 3Estimates (boxplots of posterior distributions) of additive, dominance, and epistatic genetic variances for the $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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The global fit of the models was studied using DIC. Models with smaller DIC exhibit a better fit after accounting for model complexity. Differences in DIC between models of less than 7 units are considered as irrelevant \[[@CR35]\]. The values of DIC were 68,365, 68,370, 68,367, 68,370 and 68,375 for the $\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Conclusions {#Sec7}
===========

Using orthogonal relationship matrices, empirically orthogonal estimates of additive, dominance and epistatic variances were obtained for litter size in a pig dataset. The broad-sense heritability for litter size was almost twice the narrow-sense heritability. Genomic models that include non-additive effects must consider simultaneously inbreeding depression based on inbreeding in order to obtain unbiased estimates of variance components. Inclusion of epistasis or dominance did not improve the accuracy of prediction of breeding or genotypic values.
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